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Summary

Unique within the landscape of children's literature, The Black Book of Colors accomplishes 

something that no other book has yet to do: telling a story about color without actually using any true 

colors.  Made up of pages filled with shiny black-on-black images and bright white text, The Black 

Book of Colors links colors to sensory experiences, managing to activate all of the senses but sight in 

order to describe all of the colors of the rainbow.

In addition to lacking color, The Black Book of Colors is unique in another way.  The book is 

written with braille letters accompanying the text on each page, allowing readers to inspect and gently 

feel the patterns of tiny bumps that share the same meaning as the letters and words they're used to.  

While the braille included in the book isn't printed in a way that allows it to be read by blind children, 

its presence allows sighted readers to consider the similarities and differences between their own 

literacy and that of a blind peer.

The sensory experiences that the story evokes call upon readers to consider the taste and feel of 

the color yellow, the skinned-knee pain that is red, the leafy crunch sound of brown, and the freshly cut 

grass scent that is green.  Each two-page spread describes a specific color, and is accompanied with an 

illustration meant to be seen with the fingertips.  Rather than pairing the synesthesia-like descriptions 

of color with brilliant images to match, the illustrator has created images of black-on-black, made from 

a glossy raised ink.  The illustrations can be seen, but the feathers, strawberries, waves, raindrops, and 

grass clippings dotting the pages are much more interesting when felt instead of read – encouraging 

young readers to consider what it might be like to experience books without the sense of sight.

While the book's design prevents it from being shared between blind and sighted children, it 

does give those with sight the opportunity to consider the ways in which color can be experienced.  The 

book encourages sighted readers to make connections between colors and their own experiences.  

Additionally, readers can gain familiarity with the structure of the braille alphabet and develop a deeper 

understanding of the ways in which humans are capable of communicating with each other.



Critical Thinking Questions

The questions listed are meant to be used to spark discussion and curiosity amongst readers of 

The Black Book of Colors.  The questions can (and should) be asked while the book is being read, 

rather than after readers have made their way through the entire book.  The questions will help readers 

to make close observations, articulate their thoughts, and use appropriate descriptive language.  These 

questions are written with young readers (ages 5-7) in mind, but they can be used with readers of any 

age, as their open-endedness allows them to be accessed by anyone.

– What does (any color) remind you of?  How can you describe what that color is like without 

talking about what it looks like?

– Explore this illustration with your eyes closed.  What does it feel like?  What does it look 

like?

– What do you notice about the braille letters?

– How is reading braille different from reading written words?  How is it the same?

– Sometimes colors are feelings and memories more than they are colors.  What color has the 

strongest feeling or memory attached to it for you?  Explain.

Mini-Lesson

Designed with 6- and 7-year-old readers in mind, this mini-lesson calls for readers to activate 

their own sensory awareness in order to craft stories similar to The Black Book of Colors.  In doing so, 

readers will have to think critically about the ways in which they experience everyday things with sense 

that they might not normally associate with those things.  Readers might work in pairs, as individuals, 

or in a large group, and this lesson can easily be adapted for use with readers of any age.



Sensory Stories

1. Explain to readers that they'll be creating their own version of The Black Book of 

Colors. Explain that they'll be choosing their own topics to write about, and that they'll 

need to imagine how they experience those things without one of their senses.  Give 

some sample ideas, such as describing foods without a sense of taste or of smell, sounds 

without a sense of hearing, textures without the ability to reach out and touch them, or 

people's faces without the ability to see them.

2. Allow students to brainstorm ideas for their books.  (A group brainstorm might be 

beneficial.)  Keep track of readers' ideas, and allow them to hear many, many ideas 

before settling on one, so as to ensure that they make a good choice and won't feel stuck 

when they begin to craft the contents of their story.

3. Once topics have been chosen, have readers use a two-column chart to keep track of 

what they'll include in their story.  The left-hand side of the chart should be titled with 

the category that they're describing (flavors, sounds, scents, etc.), and the right-hand side 

should be titled “description.”  In the second column, they'll describe what's written in 

the left-hand column while ignoring the sense most used to experience it.  For example, 

a reader writing a story about foods without the sense of taste might write “burger” on 

the left side, and accompany it with a description of the food's smell, weight, texture, 

etc.

4. When readers have created their descriptions, allow them to copy them into a book and 

add their own illustrations.  Readers crafting stories that describe items to someone 

without sight should consider using materials for their illustrations that allows them to 

be tactile as well as visual.  (Using liquid glue to trace over pencil lines can accomplish 

this if done carefully.)

5. Celebrate!  Allow readers to share their stories with each other or with the group.



Extension Activities

Each of the following activity suggestions are designed to support readers in not only deepening 

their understanding of the book, but in connecting the information shared within its pages to the world 

around them.  Loosely written so as to allow for adaptability, the activities have been designed with 

readers of many ages in mind.

Tactile Books

Young readers who are blind or severely visually impaired rely on tactile books in the same way 

that young readers with sight rely on board books with simple stories and big, bright, simple 

illustrations.  Blind or visually impaired readers who are just beginning to acquire literacy skills benefit 

from tactile illustrations – ones that allow them to feel the shape and texture of the image.  Tactile 

books can be created using a variety of materials, and make an engaging project for readers of all ages.  

Families can create their own stories, or create tactile versions of favorite stories.  Tactile books can be 

kept at home, shared with blind or visually impaired peers, or perhaps donated to a school or 

community organization in need of tactile books.  Engaging in such a project will allow readers to 

connect with all five of their senses in order to create images, and will encourage them to think more 

deeply about the function of books and the ways in which they can be created so as to be universally 

accessible.

(See http://www.makingtactilebooks.com/)

Reading Braille

At first glance, braille can seem incomprehensibly complex to very young readers.  Just like 

written English, though, braille follows a pattern that can be deciphered with an awareness of the 

pattern's structure.  Using the alphabet included in the back of The Black Book of Colors, readers can 



explore the patterns of the braille alphabet.  Be sure to explore the ways in which braille includes 

punctuation – it's not just at the end of sentences like in written English!  Young readers will enjoy 

deciphering the pattern, and can try their hand at creating braille writing, either by copying dots onto 

paper for a non-tactile version of the language or by creatively using tools to make small bumps in 

paper.

The Science of Blindness

Older readers can combine neuroscience, biology, and human anatomy with a reading of The 

Black Book of Colors by researching the causes and neurological explanation of blindness.  

Additionally, older readers can research visual impairments, and can consider the ways in which they 

compare to and contrast with blindness (both scientifically and in terms of life experiences).

Synesthesia

Though The Black Book of Colors is written to share the ways in which colors are experienced 

by the blind, the book speaks to the experience of synesthesia, as well.  Defined as being the production 

of a sensory experience in a part of the body as a result of a sensory experience in another part of the 

body, synesthesia is often described as being the connection or overlap of senses.  Not all people 

experience synesthesia, but those who do often experience it by attaching colors or feelings to letters 

and numbers, associating scents with words, etc.  The ways in which the book describes colors speaks 

to a sighted person's synesthesia, as each color is related to sensory experiences that aren't part of sight. 

Readers can explore the idea of synesthesia together, and can determine whether or not they themselves 

experience it.  (A good test is to picture the letters of the alphabet in your mind and see if the letters 

have specific colors attached to them – if they do, you might experience synesthesia!)

Accessible Entertainment



While The Black Book of Colors is not accessible entertainment, there are many books, films, 

movies, and podcasts that are crafted so as to allow them to be accessible to people with diverse needs.  

Films can include subtitles for deaf viewers, books can be printed in braille for blind readers, theaters 

offer low-sound screenings for sensory-sensitive patrons, and tactile books include textural details to 

support visually impaired readers.  Explore the ways in which modern entertainment can be (and is) 

adapted to make it more accessible.  Then, brainstorm ways to make entertainment even more 

accessible!  Are there needs that readers, viewers, or listeners might have that aren't being widely met?  

What ways would you change a book, film, newspaper, website, or radio broadcast in order to make it 

more accessible?


